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A  SHORT  STATEMENT  OF  THE 
PRINCIPLES  AND  OBJECTS  OF  THE 
NATIONAL   GUILDS  LEAGUE. 

IT  is  a  mockery  to  call  Great  Britain  a  land  of  freedom.  Not 
only  are  the  workers  denied  the  wealth  that  flows  out  of 
their  own  activities,  but  they  are  rigidly,  by  law  and  custom, 
forbidden  any  share  of  control  in  the  industrial  system  which 
could  not  exist  for  a  single  day  without  their  work.  Employers 
now  live  at  a  great  distance  from  their  employees — physically, 
morally,  and  economically.  We  are  rapidly  travelling  towards 
a  social  condition  that  can  only  be  described  as  a  Servile  State — 
servile  in  fact  and,  what  is  even  more  dangerous,  servile  in  law. 
For  it  can  be  nothing  else,  where  men  and  women  are  com- 
pelled to  put  their  lives  under  the  direction  and  governance  of  a 
legally  privileged  class,  who  reap  all  the  benefit,  subduing  their 
wage-serfs  to  the  alternatives  of  utter  dependence  or  starvation. 
Even  when  wages  are  high,  we  know  that  the  cost  of  living 
advances  in  proportion.  It  can  no  longer  be  doubted  that, 
unless  the  wage-earners  rise  to  a  higher  and  more  secure  status, 
freedom  must  degenerate  into  servitude,  with  the  result  that 
employers  and  employees  alike  will  sink  into  a  hopeless  moral 
morass.  Never  before  has  the  call  for  action  been  so  insistent, 
so  urgent  ;  it  is  now  the  duty  of  every  citizen  to  put  on  his 
armour  and  fight  for  justice  and  freedom. 

The  National  Guilds  League  invites  the  help  and  co-operation 
of  all  those  who  believe  that  the  Wage  System  is  the  strongest 
weapon  in  the  hands  of  Capitalism  to  keep  Labour  in  economic 
subjection.  By  the  term  Wage  System  is  meant  the  buying  of 
labour  in  the  open  market  precisely  as  all  commodities  are 
bought.  That  is  to  say,  labour  is  bought  by  employers  at  a 
price  varying  with  supply  and  demand,  and  the  labour  charge 
goes  into  the  estimated  cost  of  the  finished  product  in  the  same 
way  as  the  cost  of  raw  material.  This  is  what  we  mean  by  the 
commodity  valuation  of  labour. 

How  does  this  affect  the  lives  of  the  workers? 
Employers  say  that  if  they  pay  a  fair  day's  wage  for  a  fair  day's 
work  they  are  doing  their  duty  and  discharging  their  obligations. 
This  means  that  if  they  pay  the  market  price  for  labour,  the 
labourer  has  no  further  claim  upon  the  product  of  his  labour. 
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The  employer,  having  paid  the  market  rate  of  wages,  proceeds 
to  sell  the  finished  product  or  article  or  service  at  a  price  in 
excess,  and  often  greatly  in  excess,  of  the  cost.  The  difference 
between  the  final  cost  and  the  selling  price  is  generally  known 
as  the  profit,  but  is  more  correctly  described  as  a  surplus  value 
— that  is,  a  commercial  or  arbitrary  addition  to  real  cost.  The 
labourer  by  selling  his  labour  for  a  wage  enters  into  an  implied 
contract  (none  the  less  binding  because  it  is  only  implied  and 
not  definitely  stated)  to  make  no  claim  upon  the  surplus  value, 
all  of  which  is  seized  in  varying  proportions  by  the  landlord, 
the  sleeping  partners  (the  shareholders)  and  by  the  manage- 
ment. It  is  very  important  to  remember  that  the  acceptance  of 
wages  by  the  vast  mass  of  the  workers  of  the  country  is  an 
acceptance  of  the  capitalist  system  and  a  tacit  agreement  to 
allot  surplus  value,  or  profit,  in  its  entirety,  in  part  to  the  active 
management  and  in  part  to  those  who  neither  toil  nor  spin. 
Thus  we  see  that  the  wage  system  (or  wagery  as  we  now  call  it, 
because  it  is  closely  allied  to  slavery)  is  the  wall  that  divides 
wealth  and  luxury  from  poverty  and  privation.  This  wall  can 
only  be  broken  down  by  Labour  declining  to  sell  itself  at  a 
commodity  valuation  or  wage. 

Labour's  immediate  task,  therefore,  is  to  decline  any  longer  to 
allow  the  capitalist  to  appropriate  surplus  value.  By  such  a 
refusal  it  destroys  the  wage  system,  let  us  hope  for  ever.  But 
the  refusal  of  Labour  to  sell  itself  as  a  commodity  (and,  as  a 
consequence,  the  disappearance  of  surplus  value)  involves  also 
the  control  of  production  and  distribution. 

It  is  contended  that  the  wage  contract  is  a  free  and  deliberate 
bargain  between  Capital  and  Labour.    Is  it? 

A  fair  bargain  means  that  the  parties  to  it  meet  on  equal 
ground  and  that  both  sides,  being  equally  free,  are  as  nearly  as 
possible  equally  satisfied  with  the  terms  agreed  upon.  But  this 
is  very  far  from  being  the  case  in  the  wage  bargain. 

For  one  simple  reason  :  Labour  is  seldom  more  than  a  fort- 
night from  starvation,  and  is  therefore  forced  to  agree  to  any 
terms  which  Capital  may  insist  upon.  Not  only  is  Labour  im- 
potent to  stand  up  against  Capital  because  starvation  is  the  only 
alternative  to  the  acceptance  of  the  Capitalist's  terms,  but  it 
does  not  yet  possess  a  monopoly,  or  effective  control,  of  its  own 
labour  power.     Notwithstanding  surface  appearances,  this  is 
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true  even  of  the  most  highly  organised  trades,  because,  in  the 
last  resort,  Capital  brings  in  automatic  machinery,  and  trains 
unskilled  labour  to  a  particular  task  until  it  becomes  in  some 
degree  skilled  and  a  perpetual  menace  to  the  skilled  and 
organised  trades.  Before  wagery  can  be  abolished  it  is  evident 
that  the  craft  unions  must  recognise  that  their  interests  are 
absolutely  identical  with  those  of  every  other  grade  of  labour. 
Craft  unions  must  therefore  throw  down  their  barriers  and 
develop  into  industrial  unions.  It  is  only  in  this  way  that  Labour 
can  finally  secure  a  labour  monopoly. 

In  the  meantime  Capital  controls  and  keeps  the  wage-earners 
in  a  class  quite  as  distinct  and  almost  as  degraded  as  the  former 
slave  class.  It  is  a  politically  enfranchised  serfdom.  There  is 
no  freedom  to  bargain  and  there  is  no  sanctity,  but  rather  a 
degradation,  in  the  so-called  wage  contract.  The  capitalist  does 
not  say,  "  Take  it  or  leave  it  "  ;  he  says,  "  Tak  e  it  or  starve. 
Members  of  the  National  Guilds  League  regard  this  as  too 
horrible  to  be  endured.  For  not  only  is  it  abominable  that  a 
man's  labour,  his  only  means  of  life,  be  valued  precisely  in  the 
same  way  as  raw  material,  it  is  equally  abominable  that 
Capitalism  should  have  the  power  to  keep  the  spectre  of  starva- 
tion always  in  view.  Outside  business,  no  gentleman  would  do 
it.    Why  should  business  be  conducted  on  caddish  lines? 

The  commodity  valuation  which  Capital  places  upon  labour, 
and  enforces  upon  labour,  is  governed  by  the  knowledge  that 
starvation  is  the  only  alternative.  Capital  ascertains  the  cost  of 
housing  and  feeding  labour,  and  adds  to  this  an  allowance  for 
the  maintenance  and  training  of  children,  in  order  to  ensure  its 
supply  of  future  labour.  Free  education  was  the  signal  for  an 
immediate  all-round  rise  in  rents,  or,  in  other  words,  a  reduction 
in  the  purchasing  power  of  wages.  The  cost  of  educating  his 
children  being  no  longer  borne  by  the  worker,  the  capitalist 
ceased  to  allow  for  it.  It  is  exactly  the  same  calculation  as  the 
slave-owners  formerly  made.  But,  apart  from  the  political 
enfranchisement  of  Labour  there  is  this  difference  :  Slavery 
tended  to  one  dead  level  of  sustenance,  whereas  modern 
Capitalism  requires  far  more  various  grades  of  labour  skill.  It, 
therefore,  first  finds  the  bare  cost  of  living  and,  as  occasion 
determines,  adds  to  it  the  extra  cost  of  training  labour  to  some 
special  purpose.    It  is  this  difference  in  wage-rates  that  confuses 
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many  people.  They  cannot  understand  why  there  are  so  many 
variations  in  wage-rates  if  wages  are  really  based  upon  the  cost 
of  sustenance.  The  real  formula  is  that  wages  are  primarily 
determined  by  the  cost  of  sustenance  necessary  to  the  trade  . 
concerned.  In  this  way  we  discover  that  wagery  is  equally 
degrading  to  the  highly-paid  artisan  and  the  lowest-paid 
labourer.  It  is  the  wage-system  as  a  system  that  is  repugnant  to 
the  nature  of  free  men,  and  must  therefore  be  abolished. 

Whilst  the  employers  understand  and  benefit  by  thus  improv- 
ing the  quality  of  the  labour  commodity,  it  must  be  remembered 
that  it  was  the  Trade  Unions  which  taught  and  continue  to  teach 
them  this  lesson.  By  organising  into  craft  unions  they  have 
forced  up  wages  and,  with  the  slightly  higher  standard  of  life 
thus  obtained,  their  labour  has  continually  improved  in  quality, 
an  improvement  promptly  exploited  by  the  employers.  When 
the  craft  unions  have  been  transformed  into  industrial  unions, 
the  same  results  will  accrue  to  the  wage-earners  as  a  whole,  as 
they  have  already  accrued  to  the  whole  of  the  miners  through 
their  industrial  union.  But  Labour  will  then  be  strong  enough 
to  compel  a  degree  of  self-government  in  industry  which  is  the 
beginning  of  Guild  organisation.  With  industrial  unionism 
necessarily  come  that  power  and  responsibility  which  justify 
industrial  self-government. 

The  practical  man  may  say  that  it  is  easy  to  denounce  wagery, 
but  what  do  we  propose  to  put  in  its  place?  We  might  reply 
that  wagery  is  such  a  damnable  thing  that  it  must  go,  whatever 
the  consequences.  But  we  are  more  reasonable.  We  reply 
that  the  time  has  conje  for  the  workers  of  every  kind  and  class, 
because  they  are  genuine  workers  and  not  idlers,  because  they 
fulfil  definite  functions,  to  organise  themselves  in  such  a  way 
that  they  can  control  industry  and  assume  complete  responsi- 
bility for  production.  Their  organisations  must  be  national  in 
scope,  one  for  each  industry.  We  propose  to  call  them 
National  Guilds. 

It  is  essential  to  bear  always  in  mind  that  the  National  Guilds 
would  not  be  capitalist  corporations  supplanting  existing 
capitalist  ogranisations.  That  would  merely  be  one  devil  driving 
out  another.  If  Capitalism  be  fundamentally  wrong  and 
immoral,  the  conveFsion  of  Labour  into  a  Capitalist  Corporation 
would  not  make  it  right.    But  Capitalism  must  necessarily  dis- 
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appear  with  the  wage  system,  for  without  the  wage  system  there 
can  be  no  surplus  value,  and  therefore  no  rent,  interest,  or 
profits.  National  Guilds  would  be  based  not  upon  the  posses- 
sion of  capital  but  upon  the  monopoly  of  labour. 

The  monopoly  of  labour,  therefore,  has  two  results,  one 
destructive,  one  constructive.  It  destroys  the  wage  system  ;  it 
creates  National  Guilds. 

The  question  next  arises  how  Labour  organised  into  National 
Guilds  can  carry  on  industry  without  capital  ?  It  is  hardly  neces- 
sary to  point  out  that  capital  mainly  consists  of  material  and  not 
of  money.  It  is  represented  by  buildings,  machinery,  mines, 
railways,  farms.  Whoever  controls  these,  controls  capital.  And 
capital  thus  understood  lies  dormant  and  unproductive  until 
labour  is  applied  to  it.  If,  therefore,  Labour  controls  the  means 
of  production  through  its  labour  monopoly,  it  follows  that  it 
controls  Capital  and  has  at  its  disposal  the  requisite  credit  for 
all  its  financial  operations,  precisely  as  capitalists  obtain  credit 
from  their  banks  on  the  value  of  their  assets.  But  whilst  it  is 
only  right  that  Capital  should  be  democratically  controlled — it  is 
only  in  this  way  that  economic  emancipation  can  be  achieved — 
the  National  Guilds  League  believes  that  the  means  of  produc- 
tion should  be  vested  in  the  State  and  administered  by  the 
several  Guilds.  The  State  and  the  Guilds  would  agree  upon 
the  maintenance  of  the  Civil  Guilds  and  the  State  Departments. 
That  is  the  Guild  solution  of  taxation. 

It  is  sometimes  suggested  that  we  can  abolish  wagery  and 
constitute  National  Guilds  by  political  methods.  The  National 
Guilds  League  does  not  reject  political  effort,  but  is  convinced 
that  the  real  struggle  must  be  fought  mainly  in  the  economic 
sphere  and,  further,  emphatically  asserts  that  economic  power 
is  the  present  source  of  political  energy.  It  therefore  urges 
Labour  to  prepare  for  the  economic  struggle  by  organising 
industrial  unions  instead  of  craft  unions,  and  by  using  its  indus- 
trial organisation  so  as  to  extend  its  sovereignty  over  the  work- 
shop and  over  all  other  industrial  activities  as  and  when  it 
obtains  the  necessary  strength.  But  above  all,  it  earnestly 
entreats  every  worker  to  remember  always  that  the  wage  system 
degrades  mankind  and  must  be  utterly  destroyed  if  we  are  to 
be  a  free  and  self-respecting  people. 

The  National  Guilds  League  is  engaged  on  propaganda  that 
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conforms  to  these  principles — by  tracts  that  develop  these  ideas, 
by  meetings,  and  by  other  suitable  means.  It  invites  you  to 
get  these  tracts  and  read  certain  books  that  deal  with  the  sub- 
ject. If,  then,  you  are  convinced  that  the  principles  of  the 
League  are  right,  you  are  asked  to  give  yourself  whole-heartedly 
to  the  abolition  of  wage-slavery — a  movement  greater  and  more 
far-reaching  than  even  the  abolition  of  chattel  slavery. 
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